ESTHER FISCHER-HOMBERGER, Krankheit Frau und andere Arbeiten zur
Medizingeschichte der Frau, Berne, Stuttgart, and Vienna, Huber, 1979, 8vo, pp. 160, illus., S.Fr. 34 .00/DM. 38.00 (paperback). This collection of essays deals chiefly with the misconceptions about female complaints and female professions in history. Some of these misconceptions arose unconsciously in people's minds, but the majority were fostered by the jealous upholders of male superiority. Often wrong thought-associations were the cause, as in the case of menstruation which was regarded as a sign of female imperfection, because of the comparison with the wounded and sick. The changes of detail in this enduring attitude through the centuries make compelling reading. Essentially menstruation was regarded as a sign of sin, and the woman as. containing poison with all its implications.
The fluctuating importance of the hymen in social history is another theme treated; and similarly, the role played by the midwife, which increased and decreased. Hysteria was dismissed by men as a typically feminine complaint.
The first essay is a short history of gynaecology and midwifery. The last essay is a history of the concept of the power of imagination in medicine shown in such writers as Marcellus Donatus, Thomas Fienus, and J. B. Van Helmont. The latter thought that images causing disease could be produced by the spleen and by the uterus. The Book Reviews idea of the imagination influencing the shape of the developing foetus was in existence before and after Van Helmont. In the eighteenth century the image-making faculty was transferred to the brain. But Gyn/Ecology is a feminist manifesto, and is difficult to read. More accessible is Jan Raymond's The transsexual empire, a book about the power wielded by maledominated medicine. Raymond argues that a society such as ours, which encourages role conformity based on biological sex, will naturally turn to sex-conversion surgery rather than yield to what it sees as a threatened obliteration of these roles. The transsexual is thus the victim of a horrendous plot to maintain the sexual status quo.
To change one's sex by surgical means is seen here not as the solution to a personal crisis, but as unthinking conformity to stereotyped ideas about male and female, stereotypes that are created by men and reinforced by the medical machine. Men who wish to become women have to prove their willingness to conform to the masculine image of womanhood; women wishing to become men have to pass the same maleoriented test. Through their very existence reconstructed individuals therefore affirm the male world-view: those who are in a unique position to turn their "gender agony" into an effective protest against the social structures and roles that created the dilemma in the first place, fail to do so.
Together these books offer genuinely new interpretations for familiar themes. They must be welcomed for their insistence on seeking answers not from the individuals concerned but from society at large. Janet Browne
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